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			The way of the world is to bloom and to flower and die but in the affairs of men there is no waning and the noon of his expression signals the onset of night. His spirit is exhausted at the peak of its achievement. His meridian is at once his darkening and the evening of his day.

			—CORMAC MCCARTHY, Blood Meridian

			When the swords flash, let no idea of love, piety, or even the face of your fathers move you.

			—JULIUS CAESAR
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			1

			WESTERN RIDGE, JOHNSON’S GAP

			BULL MOUNTAIN, GEORGIA

			1949

			1.

			“Family,” the old man said to no one.

			The word hung in a puff of frozen breath before dissipating into the early-morning fog. Riley Burroughs used that word the same way a master carpenter used a hammer. Sometimes he just gave it a gentle tap to nudge one of his kin toward his way of thinking, but sometimes he used it with all the subtlety of a nine-pound sledge.

			The old man sat in a wooden rocker, slowly squeaking it back and forth on the worn and buckled pine slats of the cabin’s front porch. The cabin was one of several hunting shelters his family had built all over Bull Mountain throughout the years. Rye’s grandfather, Johnson Burroughs, built this one. Rye imagined the elder statesman of the Burroughs clan sitting in this very spot fifty years earlier and wondered if his brow ever got this heavy. He was sure it did.

			Rye pulled a pouch of dried tobacco from his coat and rolled a smoke in his lap. Ever since he was a boy, he’d come out here to watch Johnson’s Gap come to life. This early, the sky was a purple bruise. The churning chorus of frogs and crickets was beginning to transition into the scurry of vermin and birdsong—a woodland changing of the guard. On frigid mornings like this one, the fog banked low over the veins of kudzu like a cotton blanket, so thick you couldn’t see your feet to walk through it. It always made Rye smile to know that the clouds everyone else looked up to see, he looked down on from the other side. He reckoned that must be how God felt.

			The sun had already begun to rise behind him, but this gap was always the last place to see it. The shadow cast down from the Western Ridge kept this section of the mountain almost a full ten degrees cooler than the rest of it. It would be well into the afternoon before the sun could dry up all the dew that made the forest shimmer. Only thin beams of light broke through the heavy canopy of oak trees and Scotch pine. As a kid, Rye used to believe those rays of light warming his skin were the fingers of God, reaching down through the trees to bless this place—to look out for his home. But as a man, he’d grown to know better. The children running underfoot and the womenfolk might have some use for that superstitious nonsense, but Riley reckoned if there was some Sunday-school God looking out for the people on this mountain, then the job wouldn’t always fall on him.

			The old man sat and smoked.

			2.

			The sound of tires crunching gravel soured the morning. Rye tamped out his smoke and watched his younger brother’s old Ford flatbed pull up the drive. Cooper Burroughs climbed out and snatched his rifle from the mount on the back window. Cooper was Riley’s half brother, born nearly sixteen years after him, but you wouldn’t know it by looking at them side by side. They both had the chiseled features of their shared father, Thomas Burroughs, but carried the weight of life on Bull Mountain heavy in the jowls, making both men appear much older than they were. Cooper pulled his hat down over his shaggy red hair and grabbed a backpack from the front seat. Rye watched as Cooper’s nine-year-old son, Gareth, appeared from the passenger side and walked around the truck to join his father. Rye shook his head and breathed out the last of the cold smoke in his lungs.

			It’s just like Cooper to bring a buffer when there is a chance of tempers getting flared. He knows I wouldn’t put an ass-whuppin’ on him in front of his boy. Too bad he can’t use them smarts when it matters.

			Rye stepped off the porch and opened his arms.

			“Good morning, brother . . . and nephew.”

			Cooper didn’t answer right away, or bother to hide his disdain. He curled up his lip and spit a slick string of brown tobacco juice at Rye’s feet.

			“Save it, Rye, we’ll get to it soon enough. I got to get some food in me before I can stomach listening to your bullshit.”

			Cooper wiped the sticky trail of spit from his beard. Rye dug his heels into the gravel and balled his fists. The boy standing there be damned, he was ready to get this thing done. Gareth stepped between the two men in an attempt to ease the tension.

			“Hey, Uncle Rye.”

			Another few more seconds of stink-eye, then Rye broke his brother’s stare and squatted down to acknowledge his nephew. “Hey, there, young man.” Rye reached out to hug the boy, but Cooper shuffled his son past him and up the front steps of the cabin. Rye stood, dropped his arms, and tucked his hands into his coat. He took another solemn look out at the sawtooth oaks and clusters of maple, and thought again on his grandfather. Picturing him standing there, doing the same thing Rye was doing now. Looking at the same trees. Feeling the same ache in his bones. It was going to be a long morning.

			3.

			“You got to keep stirrin’ those eggs,” Cooper said, taking the wooden spoon from his son. He carved off a chunk of butter and dropped it into the bubbling yellow mixture. “You keep stirrin’ it ’til it ain’t wet no more. Like this. See?”

			“Yessir.” Gareth took the spoon back and did as he was shown.

			Cooper fried some fatback and bacon in a cast-iron skillet and then served it up to his son and brother as if that pissing contest outside hadn’t just happened. That’s the way brothers do things. Gareth was the first to speak.

			“Deddy said you killed a grizzly out by this ridge back in the day.”

			“He said that, did he?” Rye looked at his brother, who sat shoveling eggs and fried meat into his mouth.

			“Well, your deddy ain’t right. It wasn’t no grizzly. It was a brown bear.”

			“Deddy said you killed it with one shot. He said nobody else could’a done that.”

			“Well, I don’t reckon that’s true. You could’a took it down just the same.”

			“How come you don’t got the head hanging up in here? That would sure be something to see.”

			Rye waited for Cooper to answer that, but he didn’t look up from his food.

			“Gareth, listen to me real good. That bear? I didn’t want to kill it. I didn’t do it to have something to see, or a story to tell. I killed it so we could make it through the winter. If you kill something on this mountain, you better have a damn good reason. We hunt for necessity up here. Fools hunt for sport. That bear kept us warm and fed us for months. I owed it that much. You understand what I mean by ‘I owed it’?”

			“I think so.”

			“I mean that I would have dishonored the life it led if I killed it just to have a trophy on that wall. That ain’t our way. We used every bit of it.”

			“Even the head?”

			“Even the head.”

			Cooper piped up. “You hearing what your uncle is telling you, boy?”

			Gareth nodded at his pa. “Yessir.”

			“Good, ’cause that’s a lesson worth learnin’. Now, enough talking. Eat your breakfast so we can get on with it.”

			They finished the rest of the meal in silence. As they ate, Rye studied Gareth’s face. It was perfectly round, with cheeks that stayed rosy no matter the weather, peppered with freckles. His eyes were set deep and narrow like his father’s. He’d have to open them real wide just for someone to tell the color. They were Cooper’s eyes. It was Cooper’s face, without the calico beard, or the grit . . . or the anger. Rye remembered when his brother looked like that. It felt like a hundred years ago.

			When their bellies were full, the two older men grabbed their rifles and stretched cold-morning muscles. Cooper leaned down and adjusted the wool cap on his son’s head to cover the boy’s ears.

			“You stay warm, and you stay close,” he said. “You get sick on me, your mama will have my ass in a sling.”

			The boy nodded, but his excitement was setting in and his eyes were fixed on the long guns. His father had let him practice with the .22, to get used to the recoil and feel of the scope, but he wanted to carry a man’s gun.

			“Do I get to carry a rifle, Deddy?” he said, scratching at the wool cap where his father had pulled at it.

			“Well, I don’t reckon you can shoot anything without one,” Cooper said, and lifted a .30-30 rifle down from the stone mantel. The gun wasn’t new, but it was heavy and solid. Gareth took the weapon and inspected it like his father had taught him. He made a show of it to prove the lessons had stuck.

			“Let’s go,” he said, and the three of them took to the woods.

			4.

			Cold dirt. That’s what morning smelled like on the mountain. The air was so thick with the smell of wet earth, it clogged Gareth’s nose. He tried breathing through his mouth, but within minutes he was licking grit off his teeth.

			“Here,” Cooper said, and handed his son a blue bandana. “Tie this around your face, and breathe through it.”

			Gareth took it and did as he was told, and they walked.

			“I’m not gonna let you do it, Rye,” Cooper said, shifting gears from Gareth to his brother. “And before you start carrying on, don’t try to give me your normal line of shit about it being what’s best for the family. Mama or some of these young punks around here might buy into that nonsense, but you’re not about to convince me what you’re wanting to do here is right. It’s not. It’s the goddamn opposite of right.”

			Gareth listened but played deaf.

			Rye was prepared and well rehearsed; he’d practiced this sparring session all morning to an audience of trees from that squeaky rocking chair.

			“Anything that takes the worry out of having to put food on the table is the right thing to do, Coop. It’s in our best interest to—”

			“Oh, stop that shit, right now,” Cooper said. “You best have something better than that. We eat just fine around here. There ain’t nobody on this mountain starving. You sure as hell ain’t.” Cooper motioned to Rye’s belly.

			Gareth let out a small chuckle and his father gave him a sharp smack to the back of the head. “You mind your business, boy.” Gareth went back to acting deaf and Cooper returned his attention to Rye. “The trees on this mountain have done right by our family for fifty years. Fifty years, Rye. I would think respecting that—protecting that—is what’s in our best interest. The idea that you done lost sight of that pains me deeply. You actually think selling off timber rights to land you were born on, to a bunch of goddamn bankers, is good for us? Well, that breaks my heart, Riley. What the hell happened to you? I don’t even recognize you anymore.”

			“The money is more than we will ever see in a lifetime,” Rye said.

			“And there it is.”

			“Damn it, Cooper, listen to me for a minute. Stop being so damn self-righteous and just listen.”

			Cooper spit.

			“It will give our children, and our children’s children, something to build on: a future. You don’t seriously think we’re going to survive for the next fifty years runnin’ corn whiskey into the Carolinas?”

			“We’ve done okay so far.”

			“You’re not seeing the big picture, Coop. We should be doing better than okay. We should be working smarter, not harder. The stills ain’t bringing in what they used to. Drinking ain’t illegal no more. We can’t survive off the back-door bars and pool halls. The money’s drying up. I know you know this. It’s not the same business it used to be. The rest of the world is getting smarter, and we’re staying the same. The odds are against us. This deal with Puckett is going to be triple what we’d make in ten years of runnin’ shine. It’s a chance for our children to—”

			“Hold up a second. You keep saying ‘children’ as if you got a dog in this race. The last time I checked, that boy right there was the only child on this mountain named Burroughs. You’re telling me you want to have a bunch of machines come in here and rape his mountain so he’ll have a better future?”

			“Somebody has to look out for him.”

			Cooper stopped walking.

			“Deddy,” Gareth said, and tugged at his father’s sleeve. “Deddy, look.”

			Cooper looked down to where his son was pointing, then bent over to pick up a small clump of black mud. He held it to his nose, and then held it to his son’s nose.

			“Smell that?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“It’s fresh. We’re getting close. Be ready.”

			They kept walking. After a few minutes, the conversation resumed, but with hushed voices.

			“The money will strengthen the family, Coop. We can take the money and invest in legitimate businesses. We can stop living up here like outlaws. You have to see the logic in this. We can’t live like this forever.”

			“I’ve got other plans.”

			“What other plans? To plant that ragweed over by the north face?”

			If Cooper was surprised that his brother was aware of his intentions, he didn’t show it. He just shrugged.

			“Yeah,” Rye said, “I know all about it. I know everything that happens on this mountain. I have to. I also know that ridiculous idea will have us moving in reverse. Bringing that kind of business up here will only bring more guns, more law, and more strangers—worse than any banker. Is that what you want? Is that what you want for him?” Rye motioned to Gareth. “Besides that, what’s the difference between you clearing a few hundred acres to farm that shit or Puckett clearing it—legally?”

			“Wake up, Rye. Do you honestly believe they’ll stop there? Do you really think we’ll ever be rid of them once they get their hooks in this place?”

			“Yes, I do. That’s what they agreed to.”

			For a moment all the anger and tension fell from Cooper’s face. He looked at his brother and then at his son. “It’s what they agreed to do?” he said calmly.

			“That’s right,” Rye said.

			“So that means you met with them already. You done hashed out terms.”

			“Of course I did.”

			5.

			They walked, quiet, for the next quarter mile. They stayed on the overgrown trail, stopping every so often for Cooper to show his son proof of the animal they were tracking: broken twigs, hoofprints in the mud, more crumbled deer shit. They were almost to the mouth of Bear Creek before Cooper said another word to Rye. He spoke in a whisper.

			“You already made the deal, didn’t you?”

			Rye felt more relieved than ashamed. It was finally out there. “Yes,” he said, “it’s done. They’re sending one of their people down with the papers today. I know you don’t see it now, but someday you’ll thank me for it. I promise you. You’ll see.”

			Cooper stopped walking again.

			“Come on, now, little brother, how long do we—”

			“Shhhh,” Cooper said, and held a finger to his lips. He was looking past his brother at what Gareth had already spotted. Less than twenty yards to their right stood a massive eight-point buck drinking from the rushing water of Bear Creek. The sound of the small rapids covered up the men’s approach. Cooper silently motioned for his brother to move upstream while he set Gareth up for the shot behind a deadfall of rotten pine. Rye obliged. He crept through the woods, keeping his eye on the buck. Cooper dropped down next to his son, who already had his rifle trained on the deer. Cooper put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and reminded him to breathe.

			“Relax, son. Put the crosshairs on the thick muscle under his neck. Where the fur turns white. Do you see where I mean?”

			“Yessir. I see it.”

			The buck looked up from the creek as if it heard them talking, and looked toward their position. Rye was about thirty feet to the left of Cooper and Gareth’s perch. No one took another breath until the deer dropped its head back to the water.

			“When you’re ready, boy. Take the shot.” Cooper held his own rifle across the fallen pine, shoulder to shoulder with his son. Gareth was still and ready. As the boy’s finger squeezed the trigger, just like his father showed him, Cooper swung his own rifle to the left. Two shots echoed through the forest. Two shots that sounded like one. The big buck staggered backward from the impact, then bounded forward in an attempt to defy its fate. Its back legs quivered under its weight, and finally the animal fell.

			Riley Burroughs didn’t stagger at all when Cooper’s high-caliber bullet pierced his neck. His body dropped immediately with a hard thud and he bled out into the clay.

			6.

			Cooper cocked his rifle and chambered another round before cautiously approaching Rye’s body. He gave it a hard kick in the gut. It was like kicking a sandbag. Once he was assured Rye was dead, he lowered his gun and looked back at his son. Gareth had already dropped his own rifle to the ground and was trying to process what just happened. There were no tears—not yet—just confusion and adrenaline. Cooper looked down at his brother’s graying hollow face and spit a stream of glistening brown tobacco juice across it.

			And that was that.

			Cooper propped his rifle against a tree and sat in the damp grass beside Gareth. The boy briefly considered running, but knew better. That thought left his mind as fast as it had come. Instead, he sat and watched his father pull the plug of chew from his lip and toss it into the brush.

			“Look around you, boy.”

			Gareth just stared at his father.

			“I’m tellin’ you to do something, Gareth. You best listen. Now take a look around you. I’m not asking a third time.”

			Gareth did. He looked at the deer he’d just shot on the bank of the creek, and then turned to the trail they’d come in by. He purposely avoided the direction of his dead uncle. Cooper fiddled with a foil pouch of chewing tobacco.

			“What do you see?”

			Gareth’s mouth was coated with chalk. He cleared his throat twice before he could speak.

			“Trees, Deddy. Trees and woods.”

			“That it?”

			Gareth was frightened of saying the wrong thing.

			“Yessir.”

			“Then you ain’t seein’ the most important thing. The trees and the woods are only a part of it.”

			The tears were starting to show now in the corners of Gareth’s eyes.

			“It’s home,” Cooper said. “Our home. As far as you can see out in every direction belongs to us—to you. Ain’t nothing more important than that. Ain’t nothing I wouldn’t do to keep it so. Even if it means I gotta do a thing that ain’t easy doing.”

			“Ain’t it Uncle Rye’s home, too?” Gareth squeezed his eyes shut and steeled himself for the backhand, but it didn’t come.

			“Not no more,” Cooper said. He reached over to adjust his son’s cap again, then wiped the tears off the boy’s rosy chapped face. “I’ll give you this one time to cry, but then I won’t have no more goin’ on about it. You understand?”

			Gareth nodded.

			“Do you?”

			“Yessir.”

			“Good. Then we got us one more thing to do, before we dress and drag out that deer you shot.” Cooper loosened the fisherman’s knot on his pack and pulled out an old army-surplus folding shovel.

			He handed it to Gareth.

			Cooper Burroughs sat and chewed tobacco while he watched his nine-year-old son dig his first grave. There was more lesson in that than in killin’ any eight-point buck.
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			CLAYTON BURROUGHS

			WAYMORE VALLEY, GEORGIA

			2015

			1.

			Well, isn’t that how it always goes down? You spend all week, and damn near most of the weekend, too, either cooped up in an office shuffling paperwork or checking off the honey-do list, all for a few hours alone on a Sunday morning, just to have it shot to shit with a phone call.

			I should have let it ring.

			Clayton wheeled the Bronco into the parking place marked RESERVED FOR MCFALLS COUNTY SHERIFF. He stepped out and stood in the empty space his deputy’s car should be in—and wasn’t—and dropped his chin to his chest. The sun was nudging up behind the motor inn and post office across the street; not the way he wanted to take in the sunrise this morning. He should be hip deep in the creek right now. He let out a slow, disconcerted whistle of breath, hoisted his sagging gun belt, and walked into the office.

			“Good morning, Sheriff.”

			“Well, that’s up for debate, Cricket.”

			Cricket, Clayton’s receptionist, was a tiny little thing in her early twenties, and somewhat of a hidden beauty. If the light hit her just right she might be worth a longer look, but most days, with her mousy brown hair pulled back tight in a librarian’s ponytail, she had the chameleonlike ability to become one with the wallpaper. She pushed her thick plastic-rimmed glasses up on her nose and closed out whatever she was doing on the station’s computer.

			“Sorry to get you in here on a Sunday, sir, but we thought you’d want to deal with this as soon as possible.” Cricket stood up from behind her desk and handed Clayton a file folder.

			“S’okay, Cricket. It’s not your fault,” Clayton said, thumbing through the papers in the file. “You got me out of having to go to church with the in-laws, so it’s not a total loss. I was hoping to do a little fishing, though.”

			Cricket was all business, as was her way. “Our guest is in cell one.” She motioned down a short hallway leading to the two small lockups, a couple cells barely big enough to house a cot and a stainless-steel commode each.

			“And where’s Choctaw?”

			“He’s waiting in your office.”

			Clayton peered down the hallway and then at the door to his office, contemplating which headache to tackle first. He chose the devil he knew.

			2.

			“Okay,” the sheriff said, and sipped his coffee. “Start at the beginning.”

			Choctaw sank down in the chair opposite the sheriff’s desk and pushed his Stetson back on his brow. The deputy was the kind of skinny that made his skin look shrink-wrapped to his bones, and he squirmed in his seat like a high school student called before the principal.

			“All right,” he said. “I was out a few nights ago with my buddy Chester. You remember Chester? We served together in Iraq. He come down from Tennessee a few weeks back, after he got home from his last tour. I brought him around the office when he first got here.”

			The sheriff nodded. “Yeah, I remember the guy.”

			“Cool. Anyway, we got a way of messin’ with each other that goes way back to when we were fixing Humvees in the desert—just clownin’, you know? Anyway, last week I bought me one of those blow-up dolls—”

			The sheriff put a hand up. “Hold on, like a sex-toy thing?”

			“Yeah, exactly. A Fuck and Suck Sally. Them things ain’t cheap, by the way.”

			“Good to know. Where the hell did you find one of those around here?”

			“The Internet, boss. I even got me one of those PayPal accounts just for that reason.”

			“A who-pal-what?”

			The deputy looked a bit dumbfounded. “A PayPal account . . . ?”

			Static played across the sheriff’s gray-green eyes as he sat and stroked his beard.

			“Look, it doesn’t matter. That’s not the point. The point is, I bought this blow-up doll to mess with Chester. I should have bought a bicycle pump, too, because I damn near gave myself an aneurysm blowing the thing up.”

			“What does any of this have to do with last night?”

			“I’m getting to that. Bear with me. A few days after I bought the thing, I set it up all pretty-like in the passenger seat of Chester’s ride right before he come out of The Pair O’ Jacks—that joint headed up I-75 toward Roswell. You know the place?”

			The sheriff nodded again. “Uh-huh.”

			“Yeah, right, so when he comes out to the car, he’s expecting to see me, but instead he gets an eyeful of Fuck and Suck Sally. He totally lost his shit. Straight up busted his ass trying to get back out of the car.”

			The deputy waited for the sheriff to laugh, but it didn’t happen. He just stared at the younger man blankly, as if he were trying to gauge his level of stupid.

			“Is this remotely leading to why we’re sitting in my office this early on a Sunday morning, when we both would clearly rather be somewhere else?” He pushed his own hat up a few inches, leaned back in the swivel chair, and crossed his arms.

			“It was funny,” Choctaw insisted. “I guess you had to be there.”

			“I guess so.”

			“Anyway, now the ball’s in Chester’s court to get me back, and that brings us to last night.”

			“Finally.”

			Choctaw took off his hat, pushed back his shiny black hair, and reseated it deep on his brow. “So I’m out on patrol, and I’m letting Chester ride along with me.” Choctaw put up both his hands palms out to fend off another dirty look. “I know you don’t like that sort of thing, so don’t bother sayin’ so.”

			The sheriff bit down on his lip and sighed through his nose. He took off his hat as well, freeing a head of bushy, rust-brown hair, and set the hat on his desk. “Go on,” he said, scratching at his temples where his hat had been pressing down and where the first hints of gray were beginning to appear.

			“Chester is all on my case about stopping at the Texaco on 56 to get some chew and whatnot.” The deputy paused and thought on what he’d just said. “You know something, boss? I should have known right then. He normally wants to go way out to Pollard’s Corner so he can sneak peeks at Old Man Pollard’s daughter working the counter. She just turned eighteen, you know, but I swear she looks a lot older than that. I don’t see how Old Man Pollard—”

			“Focus, Deputy.”

			“Right. Anyway, I should have known something was off about that, but I missed it.”

			“The world’s finest detective.”

			“Whatever. So I pull into the Texaco, and Chester hands me a few bills and asks me to go in, like I’m his do-boy, but whatever, he’s lazy, I know that, so I go inside.”

			“Where was Chester?”

			“In the car.”

			“You left Chester in a county-owned vehicle?”

			“I trust the guy, boss.” Choctaw was spectacular at missing the point entirely. “So I go in and leave the engine running.”

			“You left the engine running in your patrol car with a civilian in it?”

			“Yeah, boss, like you ain’t never done it.”

			The sheriff pulled at his beard. “Go on.”

			“Yeah, like I was sayin’, I walk in and wouldn’t you know it, there’s this dumb-shit crackhead with a peashooter .22 holding up the place. I about shit and fell back in it. I knew looking at him he wasn’t from around here.” He raised an eyebrow at the sheriff to emphasize the perpetrator’s darker persuasion. “A brother, probably picking up some quick cash on his way back to Atlanta.”

			Because all brothers originate from Atlanta. Everybody knows that.

			“Talk about terrible luck, though. What an idiot. Anyway, he gets all freaked out seeing a deputy of the law walk in, so he aims that little toy pistol at me. I’m like, ‘Dude, what the hell? I’m a cop. Put that thing on the counter and assume the position.’ I’m sure he knew how to do it, probably been doing it his whole life.”

			“You know, Choctaw, for a minority like yourself, you sure are quick to profile.”

			“I’m only fifty percent American Indian, boss. The rest of me is one hundred percent good ol’-fashioned redneck.”

			“That makes a hundred and fifty percent.”

			“Right.”

			The sheriff sighed again. He doubted there was any American Indian in there at all. Choctaw’s skin color was tinted enough to notice only if it was pointed out to you. He could even be Mexican, but whatever.

			“Did you draw on him?”

			“Had no time. As soon as I tell him to put his gun down he starts getting all jittery and starts popping off rounds into the ceiling. Drop-ceiling panels and dust start raining down all over the place and I couldn’t see nothing. I drew my gun then, but I didn’t shoot it.”

			“Then what happened?”

			“In the pandemonium, this jackass bolts. Before I know it, he got around me and made it outside. As it turns out, this idiot is on foot, so he hops into the first car he thinks he can haul ass in.”

			“Your running patrol car?”

			“Yup. By the time I get outside after him, he’s tear-assin’ out of the parking lot.”

			“Where’s your friend?”

			“Chester?”

			The sheriff spoke into his lap. “Yeah, Chester.”

			“Chester is totally oblivious to what’s going on inside, because he’s too busy exacting his revenge for the goddamn blow-up doll.” The deputy leaned forward in his chair. “Get this, Chester stashed two big-ass bags of packing peanuts behind the Texaco ice machine earlier that day, and that’s why he was so hopped up about stopping there. As soon as I walked inside, he went and dumped ’em all into my patrol car.”

			Silence filled the sheriff’s office like ocean water.

			The sheriff narrowed his eyes. “Peanuts?”

			“Not real peanuts, packing peanuts. You know, that white Styrofoam shit you get from FedEx.”

			“Right, packing peanuts.” His head was starting to hurt.

			“Yeah, right. So this retard just jacked a cop car full of packing peanuts. That guy’s got to have the worst luck of all time. He got that Crown Vic up to about forty miles an hour before it looked like a fuckin’ snow globe.”

			The sheriff coughed up a sudden laugh against his will. He didn’t want to, but he did. Choctaw joined in.

			“I kid you not, boss. This asshole can’t see a damn thing when the peanuts start flying and, boom, straight into a telephone pole across the street. I couldn’t make this shit up if I tried. That’s why there’s a black kid all banged up in cell one and car three is in the shop. That’s what happened, boss. Honest truth.”

			“Where’s your friend now?”

			“Chester?”

			This time the sheriff just waited.

			“He’s at my place, scared to death you’re gonna lock him up for obstructing justice, or something like that. At the very least, make him pay for the damages to the car.”

			“Well, you can tell him to relax, he doesn’t have to worry about the damages.”

			“Thanks, boss, I knew you’d—”

			“Because you’re going to pay for them.”

			Choctaw deflated like an untied balloon animal. He squinted and studied the sheriff’s bearded face for a hint of sarcasm. Maybe he was joking. He wasn’t.

			“Oh, come on, Clayton. It was circumstances beyond my control—”

			The deputy was interrupted by a beep on the sheriff’s intercom, and both men listened as the timid voice of Cricket from the front desk crackled out of the speaker.

			“Sheriff Burroughs, there’s a federal agent here to see you.”

			3.

			The sheriff looked at his watch.

			“It’s eight-thirty.”

			“I’m aware of that, sir.” Cricket’s lo-fi voice crackled over the intercom.

			“On a Sunday.”

			“I know that, too, sir. Would you like me to tell him to come back tomorrow?”

			The sheriff thought on that and wondered if it was possible. Maybe he could just climb out the window.

			“Sir?”

			“No. No. Send him in.” The sheriff put on his hat and looked at his deputy, who shrugged. A few seconds later the door opened and in walked a handsome man in his mid-forties, maybe younger, with sharp features, dark close-cropped hair, and stormy gray eyes. Cricket, who always wore her hair back, had managed to shake it free and even took off her glasses to smile at the agent before closing the door behind him. Clayton found that amusing. Choctaw shifted uneasily in his chair.

			The agent was wearing a dark blue blazer, a matching tie, and a starched white shirt tucked into blue jeans. Wearing a tie with blue jeans spoke volumes about a man, but Clayton gave him points for trying to country it up. Most of these feds never even took their designer sunglasses off when they found their way into Clayton’s office.

			The agent stuck his hand out and flashed a pearly-white salesman smile at the sheriff. Clayton thought it made him look like a cartoon shark from one of those kids’ movies, but he stood up anyway. His deputy did not. Choctaw just eyeballed the agent with an expression similar to that of a man who’d just eaten a spoonful of shit.

			“Sheriff Clayton Burroughs?” the agent said.

			“Unless I’m wearing someone else’s badge, that would be me.” The sheriff shook the agent’s hand and matched his firm grip. Every fed that ever walked through that door felt it was necessary to conduct a dick-measuring contest with a viselike handshake. This G-man was no different.

			“And you are?” Clayton said, pulling back his hand and calling it a draw.

			“My name is Special Agent Simon Holly.”

			“You got ID?”

			“Of course.” Holly held out his badge, and the sheriff nodded. Choctaw tried to take a peek, but Holly intentionally snubbed him and tucked the ID back into his blazer.

			“Thank you for seeing me this early . . . and on a Sunday.” He winked at the sheriff in an attempt to let him know he was privy to the sheriff’s intercom conversation with Cricket. Of course he was. The building had only two rooms. Clayton thought the wink was an odd thing to do, but he sat back down and motioned for Holly to do the same.

			“No problem, Special Agent Simon Holly. I wasn’t doing anything important. My deputy here was just on his way out.”

			Choctaw peeled his eyes off the agent slowly, like removing a Band-Aid, and took the hint. “Right, boss.” He made his way to the door, then paused and turned around. “Is this about the black kid I got locked up there in the back?”

			Clayton regarded Holly for the answer to that as well.

			“No, Deputy Frasier,” Holly said. “No, it’s not.”

			All the color drained from the deputy’s face. He stood in the doorway, mentally racing through every shady scenario that would have put his name on the fed’s radar. Holly broke into his shark’s grin. The sheriff watched his lone deputy squirm like a little kid who’d just got caught shoplifting, hoping he would be smart enough to figure it out on his own. Clayton felt the ache building behind his eyes. He took another sip of his coffee. Cold. He pushed the mug across his desk. “It says Deputy Frasier on your name tag,” Clayton said to Choctaw, clearly embarrassed to have to point it out. Holly nodded in agreement, pursed his lips, and steepled his fingers in his lap. “Right there on your shirt, Deputy.”

			“Right,” Choctaw said, drawing the word out, not entirely convinced but ready to get gone all the same. He tipped his Stetson to the sheriff and slipped out the door like a shadow.

			“The world’s finest detective,” Clayton said.

			“I suppose good help is hard to find way up here.”

			“He’s not as bad as he looks.”

			Holly looked at the office door, then back to the sheriff. “He looks pretty bad.”

			“Yeah, well, there’s a lot to be said for loyalty. But you’re right, the pickin’s are slim.”

			“I’ll have to take your word for it, Sheriff.”

			“You don’t have to take anything. I don’t care either way. I’ve known that man since he was a boy. He’s like family around here, so I’d appreciate you withholding judgment in my office.”

			“No disrespect, Sheriff. I’m sure he’s a fine deputy.”

			Clayton waved away the small talk like it was a gnat buzzing in his face, and leaned back in his chair. “Are you here to size up my staff, or do you want to tell me what the FBI wants with my office?”

			“I’m with the ATF.”

			“Okay . . .”

			Holly stiffened up a bit and gave Clayton a practiced hardcase stare. The sheriff was unimpressed. “Spare me the intensity, agent. It makes you look a little silly. I know why you’re here. I wish it was something else, but it’s not. It never is. Just get to it.” The throbbing behind Clayton’s eyes was on the brink of becoming a full-fledged headache, and he could feel his Sunday morning going straight down the crapper.

			“Right to the point. I can appreciate that. In a nutshell, I’m here to take your brother out of the game.”

			Clayton sipped his coffee again, forgetting it was cold, and spit it back into the mug. “I wish that could have been the zinger you wanted it to be. I mean, here you are, so excited to sit there and say that, you couldn’t even wait until Monday.”

			“I don’t think I’m making myself—”

			“Let me go ahead and stop you there,” Clayton said, and fished an aspirin bottle out of his desk. He popped two chalky white pills into his mouth and chewed them dry while he spoke. “Every few years or so, some young FBI or ATF agent, much like yourself, comes poking around my office all beady-eyed and barrel-chested, looking to drop a hammer on one of my brothers. The only difference this time between you and them is, I don’t need to ask you which brother you’re targeting, since one of your people already shot Buckley to death last year.” Clayton let that hang between them and hardened his own stare. “And by the way, how much changed after that?”

			“We had nothing to do with that, Sheriff. From what I understand, that was a state-level entanglement. I believe the Georgia Bureau of Investigation was the agency involved.”

			“Same difference. FBI, GBI, you all look alike to me.” Clayton’s voice was as callous as the hands of a construction worker.

			“I’m terribly sorry for your loss.”

			“I’m sure you are. But like I said, you people accomplished nothing then, and I can’t imagine you’ll do much other than get more decent people caught in the crossfire this time, either.”

			“You keep saying ‘you people.’”

			“And?”

			“You’re a sheriff. You swore to uphold the law, same as me. Doesn’t that make you one of us people, too?”

			Clayton got up from his chair and walked over to a small coffeepot on the counter next to the sink. He dumped his mug and filled it fresh without offering any to his guest, and thought about how nice it would be to add an inch or two of bourbon. It wasn’t too long ago that that was his morning routine, and sometimes he could still smell it in his cup. He took a sip, unsatisfied, and returned to his chair. He leaned forward, aware for the first time all morning of how tired he was, and gave Holly the autopilot speech he’d given at least six other agents already.

			“Listen, Holly. I’m nothing like you. I’m just a guy born and raised less than fifteen miles from where you’re sitting right now. I’m no hotshot lawman looking to save the world from the evil that men do.” Sarcasm dripped from his voice. “I don’t care much about what happens out there in your world, Agent Holly. I’m a hick sheriff in a small town doing my best to keep the people of this valley—the good people of this valley—safe from the never-ending river of shit that flows down that mountain, and the trigger-happy frat boys that think they can come here and show us hillbillies how badass they are. In my opinion, all of you, cops and robbers alike, pose the same threat to my constituency, and that makes you and me the very definition of ‘nothing alike.’”

			Clayton sat back and blew into his coffee.

			“Sheriff, doesn’t McFalls County butt up against Parsons County up around Black Rock?”

			“It does.”

			“And isn’t your office responsible for policing the entirety of McFalls County?”

			“I’m sure you already know it is.”

			“So that means Bull Mountain is under your jurisdiction, not just Waymore Valley. It also means that what’s coming down that mountain is coming directly at you. It would be contrary to everything I believe in if I didn’t come here and talk to you about it first. Not as some hillbilly sheriff, but as a fellow law enforcement officer. There are a lot of folks that think you’re a puppet for your brothers, a way to control this office, but I’m not one of them. The people of this county voted you in for a reason, despite your family, and that says something. It says they want you here. It says that they trust you, and that’s good enough for me. I don’t mean to scrape dog shit on your welcome mat.”

			“I can’t help you.” It was a line Clayton was tired of having to say.

			“I understand that, Sheriff. I’m sorry I sounded like an ass for a minute there. It’s automatic. Let me start again.”

			Aspirin wasn’t going to cut it. Clayton fiddled with the childproof plastic bottle, wondering exactly how many he’d have to eat to get rid of the headache sitting in his office. He expected Holly to stand up, shove a finger in his face, and spout off some self-righteous bullshit about how he “owed it to the people” and “the county he loved” to stop the bad men—blah, blah, blah. That was normally the routine with these guys, but Holly stayed seated. He was respectful. Clayton reckoned Holly was at least smart enough to play by the sheriff’s rules until he had his say.

			“I can’t help you,” Clayton said again.

			“I’m not asking for your help, Sheriff.”

			“Then what do you want, Agent Holly?”

			“Call me Simon.”

			“Go ahead and make your speech, Agent Holly.”

			“Okay, Sheriff. Like I said, I’m not here for your help, but maybe you can help yourself, and that could work out for both of us.”

			Clayton said nothing and scratched at his beard.

			“Maybe if I start from the beginning, I can paint you a better picture of what I’m talking about.”

			“Good idea.”

			“I’ve been with the ATF for two years. In that time, I’ve focused on one
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